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Research question
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How have (Early-) Medieval dynamics 
fundamentally contributed to the shaping of 
today’s minorities in Europe?



Why this approach?

• moves the focus away from the relatively modern national 
context that dominates our view on minorities.

• redirects it to the cultures in question and their long history.

• leaves room to question the role of traditional historic 
sources on the one hand, and of the myth of ancient, 
unchanged cultures on the other. 

• examines the layeredness of the cultural tradition and 
periods of fundamental change through time, as well as the 
negotiation of socio-cultural identities, which helps us to 
theorize changes leading to minoritization.
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Premise

considerable migration and expansion, as well as consolidation 
and centralization of power, religion and “official” history in the 
form of written sources for which the Early-Medieval to 
Medieval period is known, forms a significant element of 
impact on the shaping of cultures and their positon, ultimately 
contributing to the minority situation as known today. 
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Hypothesis

Shared factors that impact the long-term creation of minorities 
starting in the (early-)Medieval period are:

1. the formation and consolidation of territorial boundaries and 
(external) powers through which cultures become a minority 
in numbers or in dominance, naturally guided by 
geographical circumstance

2. the consolidation of the written word as dominant form of 
knowledge transfer within the territory and – equally 
important – as primary source for the study of history today 
(whilst it was the minority of communication at the time). 
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The case-study

Do we indeed see the process of formation and consolodation of 
territorial powers, geographical circumstance and the role of the
written word in the Norman period as the impacting dynamics?
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Figure 3 Sarno et al. 2017.
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Developments and direct impacts

• Norman settlement private

• No “Normans” as such

• Greek majority Calabria

• Once rulers, vassals to the
Catholic Pope and Church

• Common law respects local
customs

• Role of peasantry
underestimated, as is role
of oral traditions
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Underlying long-term dynamics
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• Written word and

cultural transfer

• Changing the orientation
• Geography

• Negotiation socio-

cultural identities



Conclusions

Complete shift in orientation

is the most important long-term dynamic!
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